Melatonin for treatment and prevention of postoperative delirium.
Postoperative delirium is a common problem associated with increased morbidity and mortality, prolonged hospital stay, additional tests and consultations and therefore, increased cost (1,2). The reported incidence of delirium or confusion after surgery ranges from 8% to 78% (2,3-5), depending on methods and population studied. The elderly seem to be at significantly increased risk for this complication. Sleep-wake cycle disruption has been associated with delirium and behavioral changes (5) and sleep deprivation can even result in psychosis (6). Environmental changes (i.e., hospital stay), medications, and general anesthesia can affect the sleep-wake cycle (3,4). Plasma melatonin levels, which play an important role in the regulation of the sleep-wake cycle, are decreased after surgery (18) and in hospitalized patients (7,11). We report the successful use of melatonin in treating severe postoperative delirium unresponsive to antipsychotics or benzodiazepines in one patient. In another patient with a history of postoperative delirium, melatonin was used to prevent another episode of delirium after repeat lower extremity surgery. Postoperative delirium or confusion after surgery is a common problem associated with complications and death. Delirium has been linked to sleep-wake cycle disruption. Melatonin levels, which play an important role in regulating the sleep-wake cycle, are decreased after surgery. Two cases are presented where melatonin was used to treat and prevent postoperative delirium.